A pastoral prose poem, Platero y yo reveals many layers of meaning and nuance. The somberly clad poet with his Nazarene beard and broad black-rimmed hat rides the donkey Platero through the village of Moguer and out into the countryside to watch the sunset, gather flowers, and shun human company. A love of nature comparable to that found in English literature marks this book and sets it aside from much of Spanish literature which, nurtured in a hard dry land, does not yield many green thoughts in green gardens. However, nearly everyone overlooks the presence of suffering and death: the veterinarian whose laughter inevitably turns into tears as the release of emotion reminds him of his dead daughter; Anilla, who liked to dress up as a ghost, and who became one, blackened in her death by a lightening bolt; the village idiot; filthy gypsy children. A careful reading of Platero y yo mutes the pastoral tone; these are songs that range as do Blake's (one of Juan Ramon's favorite poets) from innocence to experience.
This great decade in Juan Ramon's life (1916) (1917) (1918) (1919) (1920) (1921) (1922) (1923) (1924) (1925) (1926) There remained the problem of God to deal with, and Animal de fondo (1949), which Ezra Pound in a letter to Juan Ram6n called a "fine book," takes up the task. Predictably, divinity will be, along the lines suggested by symbolism, the artistic process itself, and the artist a true Nietzschean hero, a man above other men. Animal de fondo is an apocalyptic book: the arrival of God is announced, his presence is celebrated, and the world is rearranged. It also brings to an end the tradition that runs from Blake to Mallarme of the artist as seer. Juan Ramon is visited by a god that is both within and without, a dios deseado v deseante, the active and passive participles pointing to the always present wish to join subject and object, the contemplator and that which is contemplated. On this note of apodictic humanism, with "all the clouds ablaze," the best of Juan Ramon's work concludes. Although he will write more, his jottings on the blank void of paper will add nothing substantial to his obra.
Ever natural that they found nothing in the Juan Ramon of the twenties that they wished to emulate. Their need to reject him was based on the strength of their conviction that poetry should communicate with as large an audience as possible, whereas Juan Ram6n had always proclaimed himself a poet of the elite (la minoria selecta).
The centennial occasion offers an opportunity to modify this attitude and to point out Juan Ramon's clear commitment to the Republican side of the Spanish conflict, his awareness of political events, and his desire to be involved as a poet and to contribute within that context whatever he could to the cause of the Spanish Republicans and later of the Allies. It was not a man divorced from politics who went to see the editor of The New Republic on September 14, 1939, to urge the magazine to seek and publish reliable information about the troubles of Spain's constitutional government. Malcolm Cowley's reply is I.7 From the viewpoint of today's readers, prolixity offers a more serious impediment to enjoyment of Juan Ram6n's achievement. Several hundred aphorisms, scores of poetry books, half a dozen volumes of prose, a staggering amout of unpublished poetry, translation of twenty Tagore titles: it is an overwhelming output, and it is, of course, uneven and above all repetitious. The early morbid treacle, the typical decadent mixture of sex cum religion, and the cloying melancholy were violently rejected by Juan Ramon himself. Nevertheless, sheer bulk can be discouraging; one finds it difficult to know the Juan Ramon canon the way one does that of Antonio Machado or Becquer.
The modern reader faces another obstacle in his appreciation of Juan Ram6n. "Imagination applied to the whole world," said Wallace Stevens, "is vapid in comparison to imagination applied to detail." 8 The lucidity of Eternidades, Piedra y cielo, and Bellez a is so compressed, so attached to generic objects (tree, stone, flower) that the lack of detail, especially in translation, may suggest the quality Stevens was deploring. But if one follows the symbolist injunction and allows suggestion to fill in the empty spaces, the result is more than satisfying and on occasion the balance between mind and the world is perfect and delicate.
The enormous creative energy behind the prolixity that tends to overwhelm the reader is also no doubt partially responsible for the strong sense of optimism that, despite personal suffering, imbues much of Juan Ram6n's work. The commitment to the task of poetry in this aphorism fittingly serves as a final emblem: "There are those who are convinced that everything has already been done; that norms exist which we cannot avoid. I, on the contrary, believe that every moment beauty waits to be born all over again."9
